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Deuteronomy		

Objectives	of	this	lesson	
1. Cite and explain several examples of how the book of Deuteronomy exemplifies the 

essence of Torah—life-giving instruction 
2. Develop the theological instruction found in the blessing and cursing of Deuteronomy 

28—30 and relate this to the theological theme of covenant found before and after 
Deuteronomy. 

Some	key	terms	
Deuteronomy, suzerain, vassal, decalogue, shema, mezuzah, phylactery, Deuteronomy 17, 28 & 
30, curse of the law 

Introduction	to	Deuteronomy	
Genesis is probably the most foundational book for God’s program and Deuteronomy is just 
about as important. This book explains how God loves Israel and how he desires that Israel 
respond in kind. Indeed, love should be the motivation for that relationship. When Jesus was 
asked what the greatest command was, he answered from Deuteronomy 6:4, “Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength.” When he answered the Devil’s temptations in 
the wilderness of Judea, he did so with three quotations, each of which came from Deuteronomy. 
Obviously, Jesus had read, memorized, and meditated on this book and if it worked for him, 
perhaps we should spend some time here as well. 

Occasion	
The word Deuteronomy literally means second law because it was the second time that God gave 
major legislation to define the covenant. While the original generation that came out of Egypt 
had died in the desert a new generation arose, which needed to understand its relationship with 
God.  

Structure	
A Suzerain/Vassal treaty is the name scholars have given to a common form of treaties from the 
mid-second millennium BC. When a more powerful nation (the suzerain) would conquer a 
smaller one and make a vassal state out of it they would typically define and then govern their 
new relationship with one of these treaties or covenants. The form of the covenant almost always 
followed this kind of outline: 
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1. Preamble An official introduction of the covenant 

2. Historical Prologue Background to the current situation 

3. Rules Rules which the Suzerain expected the vassal to follow 

    A. General General rules were couched in terms of “love” and “loyalty” 

    B. Specific Specific rules were more detailed 

4. Consequences Both good and bad, served as motivators and warnings 

   A. Positive Promises of safety and security followed loyalty 

   B. Negative Punishments and ultimately military invasion were for the 
disloyal vassal 

5. Witnesses Witnesses were necessary because it was a legal document 

6. Provision for safe keeping A legal document would need to be protected and preserved 
 

The covenant defined for ancient middle eastern people how 
relationships between two parties could be maintained and 
enhanced for the good of all. Both the Suzerain and vassal had 
various responsibilities to the other that, if performed well, would 
result in the welfare of both. If, however, one party did not 
uphold their obligations then the relationship would be broken 
with painful consequences. The whole concept of a 
Suzerain/vassal covenant therefore expressed stability, mutuality 
and prosperity.  
 
The reason this study is important to us is simply because the book of Deuteronomy fits exactly 
into this outline: 

1) Preamble  1:1-5 
2) Historical Prologue  1:6—4:43 
3) Rules  4:44—26:19 

a. General principles  4:44—11:32 
b. Specific regulations  12:1—26:19 

4) Consequences  27:1—28:68 
a. Blessings  28:1-15 
b. Cursings  28:16-68 

5) Witnesses  29:1—30:20 
6) Provision for safe-keeping 31:9 

 

Although we have to lay the foundation for this kind of teaching remember that the 
Suzerain/vassal covenant was as normal to the ancient Israelite as the air they would breathe. No 
one needed to have it explained; it simply spoke volumes to them of the stability, mutuality and 
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prosperity that God wanted for his people and that they could have if they worked at the 
relationship they had established through the Passover and wilderness wanderings. God is simply 
using something they know about because it is common in their culture to explain something 
they don’t know about, namely, this (relatively) new relationship that has just developed one 
nation and the Creator. 

Deuteronomy	5–11:	The	basic	commands	of	the	covenant	
This section outlines in the broadest terms what God is looking for in his relationship with the 
nation. We’ll focus on two passages in particular that represent the basic tone of the section: the 
Ten Commandments and the great Shema. 

Deuteronomy	5:	The	Ten	Commandments	
It makes sense that in a general section that outlines the big ideas of the covenant the Ten 
Commandments would have a place of prominence. Everyone knows these are foundational and 
serve as a summary of all that God wants his people to do. What everyone may not appreciate, 
however, is that the tone of this is neither harsh nor necessarily authoritarian. We tend to think of 
these as negative and frankly a bit “out of touch” when we summarize them as the great “thou 
shalt nots.” But if we use our imagination for a moment and think of them as principles for a 
dating couple you might see a different tone than you’ve seen before.  For example, take the first 
four commands listed below and just imagine what they would sound like if the relationship of a 
college couple was moving to the next level. Pretend that the woman is explaining what she 
would like to see if the guy says that he wants to be more serious. She might respond, “Alright if 
you want to be more serious, then this is what I’d like to see.” Go ahead and at least mentally fill 
in the blanks in a way appropriate to a normal guy/girl relationship. 

1) No other Gods  =  
2) No false images = 
3) Name in vain = 
4) Sabbath separate = 

You can see that these “commands” or “rules” really represent the best of “Torah” as we 
described it last week—life-giving instruction! They’re not arbitrary rules given by a God who 
wants to show who is in charge, but rather they’re dating principles of one who wants to make an 
already good relationship into a better one! You can certainly see the loving and tender tone at 
the end of the chapter when God utters these very positive words (Deut 5:29): 

Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always, so 
that it might go well with them and their children forever!  
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Deuteronomy	6:	The	Great	Shema	
And just in case you missed this teaching of the Ten Commandments, God says it again in 
chapter six, namely, that the goal of this teaching is a deeper love for God than before. The word 
shema is the Hebrew verb meaning “to hear” and it comes at the head of this beloved passage: 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5 Love the LORD your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. 6 These commandments that 
I give you today are to be on your hearts. 7 Impress them on your children. Talk about 
them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and 
when you get up. 8 Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 9 
Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates. 

Thus, the passage is identified by ancient and modern Israelites as the great call to hear 
the word and love God. The passage starts in good polemical form by stating that the God 
of the Bible is not a multiplicity of gods as the surrounding polytheistic religions taught, 
but, rather that he was one. And since God was one then Israel should love him with one 
heart and mind, rather than a divided heart or mind. This is what James means when he 
says that s double-minded (literally double-souled) person is unstable (James 1:8). We 
must love God with an undivided heart. Once again, these are not legalistic rules, but are 
to be upon your hearts.  

They should be tied as symbols on the 
forehead (v. 8) so that one views all of 
life through the lens of loving God, 
and they should be bound to our wrists 
so that we offer the work of our hands 
as loving service to God alone. They 
should be written on the 
doorframes of the house so that as we 
both go out of our houses and into society 
and into our houses alone with our 
families that we seek to behave in ways 
that will result in loving God and loving 
others. Ancient and modern Jewish 
people have placed a small copy of the shema in a 
container called a mezuzah and affixed it to a door 
frame in honor of this command as they attempt to 
place God’s laws at the forefront of their thinking as 
they pass into and out of their homes.  

While I would never demean the intention behind 
wearing a phylactery (and have a mezuzah at my 
house) I think the point of the picture is that the love 
of God and the commandments of God should be 

This is a phylactery, a box 
held around the forehead 
and the wrists with leather 
straps. The box contains 
the shema written on paper 
in what is intended to be a 
literal fulfillment of the 
command. 
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placed in front of our sight and our thinking all the time. When they are then we’ll begin 
to see the world through the eyes and word of God. We’ll evaluate things as he does and 
look with his eyes upon the world and others. Instead of using other people for our own 
ends we’ll begin to see them as God does and value them as God does and seek to bring 
them into a closer relationship with him. His words will become the lens through which 
we understand the world and the motivation for the work of our hands. Consider this 
student’s experience: 

Tonight, was the first ALT 
night of the school year, and 
they showed The Jungle Book. 
My plan for the evening was to 
just enjoy the ALT night as a 
fun date with my girlfriend, but 
the movie actually ended up 
prompting me to think about 
things like the created order, 
mankind’s failed stewardship 
and subsequent loss of the 
scepter, the brokenness of that 
order under sin’s curse, and 
the future restoration and 
harmony of the created order thanks to our wonderful King Jesus. Surprisingly, a 
Disney movie caused me to find joy in biblical truth . . . 

Deuteronomy	12–26:	Specific	commands	of	the	covenant	
While we don’t have time to explain each chapter in the book or this section, I want to 
highlight two things: the structure and rules for kings. 

Structure	
As we have seen several times before the structure of a passage can communicate as much as the 
actual words of the text. In this case the specific commands of the covenant begin and end with 
the same emphasis. We can fairly categorize the commands like this:  

1) Specific legislation, 12—26 
a. Concerning national worship, 12—16 
b. Concerning national leadership, 16—20 
c. Concerning national life, 21—25 
d. Concerning national worship, 26 

 
As you can see although there are extended discussions on leadership and life the specific laws 
begin and end with a focus on the national worship. Imagine for a moment, just how foreign that 
would be to the U.S. I’m not denigrating my country at all here, but you can tell from the laws 
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and the public debates what is central to a culture’s values. If you took a trip to the halls of 
Capitol Hill today you would likely find debates on the budget, healthcare, the budget, military 
spending, the budget, wall-street collapse and the budget, because our fiscal health is what 
defines us. With Israel it was worship. 

To take this a step further, if you look at the discussion of the national worship in 12—16 you’ll 
find the same kind of bookending of topics, but this time dealing with the central sanctuary.  

a.  Concerning National Worship, 12—16 
1)   The Place of Worship: central sanctuary, 12 

 2) The Procedure for dealing with false worship, 13 
 3)  The principles for foods and tithes, 14 
 4)  The year of canceling debts and law of firstborn, 15 
 5)  The times of Worship: at the central sanctuary, 16 
 

This term refers loosely to the place of worship (whether it be the mobile Tabernacle, or later, 
the permanent Temple) that would be established in a central location making it easier for all 12 
tribes to approach. This, of course, is where the atonement took place. So, if we ponder this 
teaching for a moment, we realize that even the structure and form and placement of the laws of 
Israel teach something powerful about her priorities and even her identity. When it comes to the 
laws of the nation the most important ones are the ones about worship and the most important 
laws about worship involve the atonement. Israel should never forget her identity: she was a 
nation whose relationship with God was made possible by the atonement. Likewise, if our 
relationship with God is to grow deeper, we cannot forget who we are. Sometimes students are 
tempted or encouraged to identify themselves by their “major” or vocational interest and I feel 
the same pressures, but I am not first or primarily a professor, or a husband or even a father: I am 
a sinner whose loving relationship with God is only sustained by the atoning sacrifice of his son 
and when I forget that I forget who I really am. 

Deuteronomy	17:	Rules	for	kings	
You’ll notice in Deuteronomy 17 (please remember this chapter) Moses gives at least four 
directions for kings who want to love God and teach their people to love God with all their hearts 
(Deut 17:14–20):  

14 When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you and have taken possession of 
it and settled in it, and you say, “Let us set a king over us like all the nations around us,” 
15 be sure to appoint over you the king the LORD your God chooses. He must be from 
among your own people. Do not place a foreigner over you, one who is not an Israelite. 
16 The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the 
people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, “You are not to go 
back that way again.” 17 He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He 
must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold. 
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 18 When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy 
of this law, taken from that of the Levitical priests. 19 It is to be with him, and he is to 
read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow 
carefully all the words of this law and these decrees 20 and not consider himself better 
than his fellow Israelites and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then he and his 
descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel. 

 

I’ll summarize them like this: 

1. Don’t try to win your security—horses 
2. Don’t try to negotiate your security—wives 
3. Don’t try to buy your security—wealth 
4. Copy of Deuteronomy & read it every day 

 
These principles are aimed directly at the temptations the king would encounter in his 
chief role as king, namely caring for the security of the nation. In a theocracy, like Israel, 
the only real source of security was Yahweh himself, but horses, wives and wealth were 
functional substitutes that could seduce the king away from him. Horses were a huge 
military equalizer. Although there may have been many reasons not to multiply wives, 
the chief temptation was to form a political alliance by marrying the daughter of a foreign 
king. These alliances were forbidden to ancient Israel because they always, eventually, 
entangled Israel with pagan nations and their worship of foreign deities. Finally, if a king 
had a storehouse of wealth then he could always use the wealth to buy protection from 
foreign armies without having to trust God. With minimal reflection you’ll probably 
realize that Solomon became the posterchild for these failures. 1 Kings 11 sadly records 
his astounding failure with the first 3 rules, but I wonder if it wasn’t because he also 
failed with the fourth. In the text of Deuteronomy 17 the final paragraph emphasizes the 
importance of the King’s daily consumption of the Word of God. Hmmm, I wonder if 
this was just for kings? 

Deuteronomy	28–30:	The	consequences	and	beyond	
This section not only records the actual consequences for Israel’s behavior, it also tells the story 
of Israel’s future and betrays, once again, the tenderness, compassion and unconditional love, 
which God has for the nation. 

1)	The	parallelism	and	contrast	between	the	blessing	and	cursing	
It is extremely instructive to quickly contrast and compare the beginning verses of both the 
blessings (28:1-14) and the curses (28:15-68): 

1 If you fully obey the LORD your God and carefully follow all his commands I give you 
today, the LORD your God will set you high above all the nations on earth. 2 All these 
blessings will come on you and accompany you if you obey the LORD your God: 

 3 You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country. 
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 4 The fruit of your womb will be blessed, and the crops of your land and the young of 
your livestock—the calves of your herds and the lambs of your flocks. 

 5 Your basket and your kneading trough will be blessed. 
 6 You will be blessed when you come in and blessed when you go out. 

28:15-19, 68 
15 However, if you do not obey the LORD your God and do not carefully follow all his 
commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will come on you and 
overtake you: 

 16 You will be cursed in the city and cursed in the country. 

 17 Your basket and your kneading trough will be cursed. 

 18 The fruit of your womb will be cursed, and the crops of your land, and the calves of 
your herds and the lambs of your flocks. 

 19 You will be cursed when you come in and cursed when you go out. 
68 The LORD will send you back in ships to Egypt on a journey I said you should never 
make again. There you will offer yourselves for sale to your enemies as male and female 
slaves, but no one will buy you. 

 Notice first of all that both sections are closely tied to life in the land. If Israel obeys, she will 
enjoy all aspects of life in the land; if she disobeys, she will not enjoy life in the land. Second, as 
the cursing section climaxes with the threat of exile (“The Lord will send you back . . . to Egypt” 
28:68, please remember this verse!) it becomes clear that God will “undo” everything he has 
“done” for Israel. He originally rescued them from Egypt as slaves and placed them in their own 
land as a sovereign nation, but if they disobey, he will send them back to Egypt where again they 
will be slaves—or even worse, slaves that are out of work! 

2)	The	nature	of	the	cursing	
As you move down the long list of possible curses, you’ll observe that God intervenes in the life 
of the nation in increasingly invasive (literally) and painful ways. One could assume that the 
purpose, then, was to punish or hurt the nation. However, if this was God’s motive, he could 
accomplish it more quickly and simply by just offering a single or at least a short series of threats 
of exile. Instead, the list is long (much longer than the blessings) and the curses get steadily 
worse. I can only conclude that the purpose of this long list is not to punish but to redeem Israel, 
that is, to send her “wake-up” calls to get her to return to him. God gives Israel time to turn 
around and enjoy the blessings listed in the first 15 verses. Perhaps an illustration will help: these 

curses are like the check engine lights on your dashboard. If 
you see a “low tire pressure” icon you should check your 
tires and consider re-inflating them. If you see an 
overheating sign, that’s more serious. When you see the low 
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oil-pressure light that’s really serious! You could ignore these lights, but you would do so at your 
own (or your car’s peril). These lights aren’t the problem—they’re just warnings that you need to 
pay attention to your car. Likewise, these curses are not the problem—they’re just warnings that 
there is a breach in the relationship with God that needs to be fixed soon, before it gets any 
worse.  

3)	The	proportion	of	the	cursing	
To draw out the previous point a little further, if you 
line up the number of verses dedicated to both 
blessing and cursing, you’ll notice quite a dis-
proportion between the number of blessings (28:1–15) 
and cursings (28:16–68). Again, one could assume 
that God is basically a negative person, whose 
personality naturally gravitates toward punishment, 
but I see a different lesson. If you were to think of this 
as a personal relationship (shouldn’t take a lot of 
imagination because it actually is) then you would 
have to conclude that someone who would agree to 
this proportion of things was ultimately pretty faithful. 
If I knew that someone would break up with me in a 
relationship when I failed once or twice I wouldn’t 
feel very secure about the future of the relationship 
But, if a person continued to maintain a relationship 
with me when I failed several times, that would say a 
lot about the “staying” power of the first person. What God is showing here, really, is his 
faithfulness and patience in pursuing his people. I don’t know about you, but when I look at my 
track record of faithfulness versus unfaithfulness, I have to admit that I find a great deal of 
comfort in a God who doesn’t give up easily. A couple of years ago we had a Bible conference 
speaker who spoke about God’s patience in pursuing his people and he called God “the relentless 
pursuer.” It was a good name for the God of Deuteronomy 28!  

4)	The	eventual	solution	
Deuteronomy 30:1-6 is the final word in this section: 

1 When all these blessings and curses I have set before you come on you and you take 
them to heart wherever the LORD your God disperses you among the nations, 2 and when 
you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey him with all your heart and 
with all your soul according to everything I command you today, 3 then the LORD your 
God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from 
all the nations where he scattered you. 4 Even if you have been banished to the most 
distant land under the heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and bring 
you back. 5 He will bring you to the land that belonged to your ancestors, and you will 
take possession of it. He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your 

1–15 16–68
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ancestors. 6 The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your 
descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and 
live. 

 It assumes that all the blessings and curses will eventually happen, and that Israel will be 
dispersed (read exiled) among the nations (30:1). But it also promises a renewal of Israel’s 
fortunes when she repents (30:2). I realize that you don’t see the English word repent in the 
verse but the basic Hebrew word (sub) here can be translated with either repent or return. The 
best part of all, however, is the promise by God himself to do a new and inner work of 
circumcising the heart so that the ultimate goal of the covenant (a perfectly functioning 
relationship) will happen! 

This compact section actually outlines thousands of years of Israel’s future. It assumes there will 
be an exile (586 and 722 BC), and that there will be a call for repentance (notice this primary call 
from both John the Baptist and Jesus, Matt 4:17). It then predicts an inner work of transformation 
that radically transforms the nation’s motivation and will and result in an obedient nation. It is 
my belief that we are about half-way through this scenario! The exile and call for repentance 
have happened, but Israel hasn’t responded sufficiently to that call yet, nor has she had the 
collective heart of the nation transformed. I do believe, however, that this passage is the first 
promise of a new covenant with the nation and that it still has yet to be enacted with the nation as 
a whole. I trust that in the future, God will still do a sovereign work with his people, Israel, and 
Deuteronomy will finally be fulfilled. 

Conclusion	
Once again, we have seen the life-giving nature of the law. Deuteronomy is not about 
regulations, but about learning to live in ways that cause Israel to flourish in her relationship with 
Yahweh. It is a realistic document that deals with the stubbornness of Israel and warns her to 
remain faithful to God, but also sends strong signals of God’s patient love and the eventual 
fulfillment of his covenant promises to make Israel into a holy people. When you think of it like 
that a “second” (deutero) “law” (nomos) isn’t so bad after all! 


